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RUDY HEARD THE FRONT door of his house unlock and open, causing his heart to jump into 
his throat. 

What would my parents think of this man laying on the kitchen floor? 

"Helllllllooooo!" his mother shouted, oblivious to the unconscious stranger inside her 

home. 

Rudy panicked and did the first thing that came to mind. He blocked the kitchen 
doorframe, standing inside it with his arms spread and fingers around the edges. 
(don 't ever stop the) 

His mom put her keys on the table and flashed him a smile before heading upstairs. "Just 
going to change," she said, and it was the best thing he ever heard. And unbeknownst to Rudy, 
her abilities were dampened by the hand of another Gifted. The hand of a man who'd been 
watching his young life. 

Rudy had to get rid of his crazy neighbor right now. So he turned, nearly screaming when 
he saw only an empty kitchen floor. He looked under the table and in the other room, and didn't 
see the baggie or spilled coffee grounds. He went to his dad's office, the garage, and upstairs to 
check on his mother. His own room was empty, nothing in his closet or under the bed. When his 
mother went back downstairs, he searched her room as well. 

The man was gone. 

The next day (four days after Brian's severed hand), Rudy went downstairs, following the smell 
of coffee. It was 9 a.m., and his father was at the kitchen table. He folded back the paper. "How 
you feeling?" 

"Okay I guess. Hungry." Rudy poured cereal. A moving truck was parked outside the 
adjacent home. A tall man with long blond hair carried stacks of boxes. "Someone moving in?" 

His dad smiled. "Yep, new neighbor." 
(think he can hear m) 
(norman, shut u) 

"The principal called," his dad said. "You're allowed back to school on Monday." 



"Oh?" Rudy said. His heart rate sped up. He hadn't told his dad about Brian yet. The 
backlash of withholding such important information might be brutal, to say the least. Rudy 
prepared himself for some yelling. 

"I suggest not skipping your classes again." 

Rudy only nodded, though his insides frothed like a violent ocean maelstrom. Had the 
principal not relayed the event, either? 

Rudy's thoughts were cut short. He watched in stunned horror as a hole appeared in his 
father's stomach, expanding as if drilled with a bit the size of a baseball. The edges smoldered, 
reminding Rudy of a smoking gun barrel. Through the hole, Rudy saw the wooden floor, where 
the loony neighbor's body used to be. 

His dad didn't even seem to notice. Just went on reading the paper. 

That night in bed, Rudy lay awake with the covers pulled up to his chin. They were cold . . . 
unjustifiably so . . . like his bed was nothing more than a slab of ice. Finding sleep impossible, he 
got up and headed for the bathroom. 

The house was dark. He couldn't see the stairs at the end of the hall, or the bathroom 
door. He ran his fingers over the smooth 
(my, is that soft!) 

wallpaper, groping for that nipple of a light switch, thinking he must have missed it, and 
found a door instead. It didn't occur to him to think where that door had come from, but it wasn't 
there before. 

Inside was a bathroom just like his — nothing to raise suspicion. He turned on the faucet 
and stared at the running water. He just kept staring, hypnotized by the stream. 

A reflection in the mirror caught his eye — a glint of something moving behind him. 

Two nooses swayed like abandoned tire swings. He realized then the house wasn't 
dark — almost everything was a pocked black and white, like old film, and only the nooses were 
flushed brown. 

And the light was on — just not its usual yellow cast. 

The walls filled with a hammering thump, like the bathroom was alive, like he was the 
pulmonary valve inside a throbbing household heart. His temples pounded with a metronomic 
beat. 



Thud thud, thud thud. 

Looking toward the doorway yielded the same effect, as when the man with the 
sandpaper face had him pinned down over the kitchen table. The shower stretched away 
infinitely, and each floor tile became its own super highway, again eliciting that Alice in 
Wonderland feeling of having chugged a shrinking elixir. 

The only things that stayed the same were the pair of nooses, looking like two morbid 
eyes tacitly conveying a promise he could feel, a promise of the future. That feeling constricted 
the skin on the back of his neck, arousing the hairs there. 
(not alone) 
(you 're not al) 

Tap, tap, tap, went the mirror, and he wondered oddly how a bird could get inside there. 

Next thing he knew, he was still in bed with the sheets drawn up to his chin, and 
something outside was tapping on his window. 

He got out of bed and went to look. On the sill, a pigeon pecked its beak against the glass. 
When it saw him, it cocked its head to show a glassy orange eye, and said: 

Coo, Coo! Coo, Coo! 

Though it sounded more like 

KLOOM, KLOOM! KLOOM, KLOOM! 



